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ABSTRACT 
This paper presents the results from a study of information behaviors in the context of people's everyday lives as part of a 
larger study of information behaviors (IB). 34 participants from across 6 countries maintained a daily information journal or 
diary – mainly through a secure web log – for two weeks, to an aggregate of 468 participant days over five months. The text-
rich diary data was analyzed using Grounded Theory analysis. The findings indicate that information avoidance is a common 
phenomenon in everyday life and consisted of both passive avoidance and active avoidance. This has implications for several 
aspects of peoples' lives including health, finance, and personal relationships.  
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INTRODUCTION 
The assumption that individuals are motivated to actively seek information underlies many of the information theories and 
communication practice, as well as many models of the information-seeking process. This is especially true of Western 
attitudes to knowledge, where ignorance is viewed as a hindrance to progress. However, even in information-rich economies 
like Australia and USA, people do not always want, need, or use information. Despite the considerable amount of discussion 
about the concept of information overload and its associated information quality issues, there is a paucity of research on the 
fact that sometimes people avoid information, if paying attention to it will cause mental discomfort and cognitive dissonance, 
or increase uncertainty, irrespective of the utility of the information. This paper reports on the results of a study of people's 
everyday-life behaviors where information avoidance behaviors were examined as part of an integrated model of information 
behaviors in everyday life. The findings revealed a remarkable commonality across a varied demographic; although 
participants were generally looking for more rather than less information on topics that interested them, there were certain 
areas where they deliberately and consciously avoided information. These included specific issues with which the 
participants either had some previous experience or knowledge, but wanted to avoid any new information that might interfere 
with their current decisions or current way of thinking. It was a way of maintaining the status quo or not rocking the boat. 
This information avoidance behavior was noticed in the sphere of personal health, financial affairs, religious issues, 
relationship issues, and political issues, and has mostly negative implications for the same. Understanding why people choose 
to seek certain types of information and avoid others, and the specific factors involved in individuals' information choice will 
help us design better information environments and information systems for both public and private life. 
 
BACKGROUND 
According to Maslow, we can seek knowledge in order to 
reduce anxiety and we can also avoid knowing in order to 
reduce anxiety (Maslow, 1963). Individuals generally tend to 
expose themselves to information that is already in accordance 
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with their interests, needs, or existing attitudes and avoid information that contradicts them, thus employing selective 
exposure, and consciously or unconsciously avoiding or rejecting information that does not agree with their world-view 
(Rogers, 1983). Social psychologists Ditto and colleagues in a study of patients' responses to favorable and unfavorable 
medical diagnoses, have proposed that patients more readily embrace information that is consistent with their preferred 
judgement conclusion and avoid or reject information that is inconsistent with their preferred judgement conclusion. They 
posit that this stems from the simple fact that “the former is less likely than the latter to initiate effortful cognitive analysis” 
(Ditto et al., 2003).  
People tend to seek out information that agrees with their pre-existing world-view and cognitive skill levels rather than 
acknowledge or seek new information that may cause an uncomfortable conflict in their minds. This behavior is notably 
evident in the context of health information behavior, especially in attitudes towards preventable diseases and unhealthy 
habits (Case et al, 2005).  This kind of information avoidance by patients oftentimes extends to their caregivers and health 
service providers including physicians and nurses. Research by cognitive psychologists Gigerenzer et al. (2007) shows that 
physicians avoid information on health statistics and hence do not always practice evidence-based medicine, on account of 
the information not being framed in a way that is accessible to them, for not all doctors have a background or training in 
statistics. Most people possess a preference for good health, and hence their judgments about health risks and health-
information seeking are often optimistically biased towards this preference (Weinstein, 1989). Information avoidance 
strategies in the area of diet and consumer health for example, can include behavioral disconnection [It's bad for me, but I eat 
it anyway], denial [It's not as bad as they say.], fatalism [We're doomed anyway.], cognitive repression [I don't think about 
it.], and magic thought [My body can handle it.] (Brunel and Pichon, 2004). 
It has been theorized that people postpone accepting the information until they have the resources to help them cope with the 
information and to respond in an appropriate manner (Loewenstein, 2007), but often, that can be too late. Psychologists have 
theorized that such information avoidance includes memory of “childhood abuse perpetrated by a caregiver” “not knowing 
about the [obvious] adultery” “people systematically remain[ing] unaware of observable betrayals by their own government”, 
and knowledge of “betrayal (particularly by commanding officers) as a key factor in soldiers’ harm from war” (Freyd, 2006).  
This is in accord with psychologists who have documented that information-seeking is influenced by stress and includes 
coping mechanisms such as repressing, blunting and rejecting of information wherein a person voluntarily or involuntarily 
blocks out some informational fields and pathways, including important information that may help prevent terrorist attacks 
and prepare for disasters (Miller & Mangan, 1983 ; Krohne, 1993; Covington & Mueller, 2001). Information Science 
researcher Allen observed that people experience different information needs in identical situations because they have 
different understandings of these situations based on their experience and other factors unique to them (Allen, 1997). Hence, 
given the exact same situation, different people will have different information needs and preferences based on their personal 
and social factors.  
Social psychologists Sorrentino & Rooney derived from their experimental studies that certain people are more willing to 
confront uncertainty than others. New information can both increase and decrease uncertainty depending on the situation, and 
people vary in their aversion to uncertainty and ambiguity. This can depend not just on individual factors like self-efficacy 
and coping skills, but also on socio-cultural factors like fatalism and religious thinking (Sorrentino & Rooney, 2000). 
Economists have also theorized the concept of rational ignorance, where avoidance of information can be justified, for the 
costs of paying attention may outweigh the costs of ignoring information (Poulsen & Roos, 2010). Communications 
researchers Barbour et al proposed this was a form of uncertainty management (Barbour et al., 2009). Other related concepts 
include monitoring or vigilance where a person under stress or threat actively monitors an information environment. Stress-
related information behaviors also include repressing, blunting and rejecting of information wherein a person voluntarily or 
involuntarily blocks out some information (Krohne, 1993; Miller & Mangan, 1983).  
Within information science research, this concept of information avoidance has been studied with respect to medical 
contexts, but may be applicable in other contexts too, although few such studies have been done within IB. Many 
information-seeking studies have established that people look for and acquire information in their everyday lives in order to 
reduce uncertainty or make sense of or give meaning to their world (Kuhlthau, 1993; Dervin, 1992). In contrast there has 
been little research on why, how, and when people avoid information, especially decision-relevant information.  
In the last few decades, the focus of several information-related theories has been in the area of web or digital information, 
with the assumption that information is always a privileged and desired goal. There has also been discussion of information 
overload and issues of information quality. Nevertheless, the premise that humans want to seek information to deal with both 
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everyday and extraordinary situations may be assumptions relevant only to a small segment of our population. The great 
majority may not want to be exposed to some types of information, whether or not they are deemed beneficial or useful to 
them, due to issues related to coping with oneself and one's psychosocial and sociocultural environment. This information-
avoidance behavior has both costs and benefits to humans, and may be a necessary part of  human behavior. However, it does 
impact negatively on areas such as preventive health, finance planning, corporate decision-making, national security, and 
disaster management. 
 
RESEARCH DESIGN 
The research design centered around a diary study wherein 40 participants were asked to maintain a detailed information 
journal or diary of their information-related thoughts and activities (including online and offline information seeking 
behaviors) for two weeks through a secure weblog, of which only 34 completed their diaries. The participants were from all 
walks of life from across six countries (USA: 20, Australia: 7, Canada: 2, India: 2, China: 2, and Jordan: 1) and were selected 
through a maximum variation sampling method in order to achieve some level of heterogeneity within the sample size. In this 
sampling method, especially for small samples, any common patterns that emerge from great demographic and other 
variations are of particular interest and value in capturing the core experiences and central, shared aspects or impacts of a 
phenomenon (Patton, 1990). The participants ranged in age from 26 to 64 and comprised of 22 female and 12 male 
participants and were from diverse groups, but wrote their journals in English. The participants included nurses, home-
makers, physicists, computer programmers, librarians, students, masseuse, lawyers, archivists, and graphic designers. 
Typically, everyday-life information studies (ELIS) discuss the ways in which people use various information sources to 
meet information needs in areas such as health, consumption, and leisure (Savolainen, 1995). The notion of everyday life is 
often associated with personal life and posed as the opposite of work, which is generally equated with public life. Work and 
personal life are increasingly interleaved together in our contemporary day-to-day lives and the delineation between personal 
and work-related information seeking is thus progressively fuzzy. Hence, a naturalistic research instrument like the diary is 
well suited to this study. The diary or journaling instrument has been used successfully in case studies of information 
behaviors (Spink, 2004; Julien & Michels, 2004). Kuhlthau (1991) used diaries in her study of school students, Vakkari and 
Hakala (2000) used the method in their research on students' task performance. More recently, Hyldegård used this 
instrument to study group-based information behaviors (Hyldegård, 2006). Diaries are a reliable alternative to the traditional 
interview method for events that are difficult to recall accurately or that which are easily forgotten. Although it has its 
limitations, it has some distinct advantages over ex situ research in that it does not rely on the reconstruction of information 
from memory, but rather involves reporting on thoughts and lived experiences as they occur, thus minimizing recall bias, but 
adding  an element of reflection. Lived experience is dynamic, it unfolds over time and is the outcome of a human 
engagement – it may be passive [listening to music], active [singing] or interactive [dancing with someone] or all three at 
once but the meaning of this experience is shaped and interpreted after the fact (Buchenau & Fulton Suri, 2000). The diary 
instrument helps record this lived experience in a very effective way that combines the immediacy of the experience with an 
element of reflection. This study used a secure weblog to collect daily diary data. Recent studies have shown that the method 
of collection of diary data is not as important as study design and participant motivation. Green et al. (2006) analyzed diary 
entries from two previously published studies and conducted a third, original study to track the differences between paper and 
electronic diary compliance, and found very little evidence for any bias and found utility in both tools (Green et al, 2006). 
The pilot studies conducted for this research confirmed this also. 
This study, with its aim of integrating the participants own thoughts, feelings, and actions that are self-reported by the 
participants themselves, is inherently textual and qualitative in nature and needs to be analyzed with qualitative methods that 
are flexible and adaptive to surprise and discovery. The text-rich electronic diary data was analyzed using Grounded Theory 
analysis (GT). GT is an approach to qualitative analysis that is an inductive, theory-discovery method that allows the 
researcher to develop a theoretical account of the general features of a topic through patterns of association while 
simultaneously grounding the account in empirical observations of data through the coding of categories. However, after the 
emergence of a theory, it can be deductively examined alongside existing theories in the literature to find out how compatible 
or incompatible the emergent theory is with the existing body of literature (Mansourian, 2006).  
This study was part of a larger study of information behaviors undertaken in order to produce an integrated model of 
information behaviors that analyzed the text-rich diary data (and validated the Grounded Theory results) using additional 
methodologies such as machine learning, automated coding, and statistical analysis in order to produce an integrated model 
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of information behaviors, but the results related to information avoidance described below were derived through Grounded 
Theory methodology alone. 
 
FINDINGS  
Thirty-four participants maintained a continuous and highly descriptive daily journal (or) of their information-related 
activities and thoughts, to an aggregate of 2305 separate diary entries of information behavior, with an average of 25 lines per 
entry, for 468 participant days over a period of 5 months in 2008-09. The results revealed both intricate and intimate 
interactions between the various information behaviors recorded by the participants. 
Participants’ information journals revealed that although they were generally looking for more rather than less information on 
topics that interested them in their everyday lives, there were certain areas where they actively avoided information. These 
were specific issues with which the participants either had some previous experience or knowledge or wanted to avoid any 
new information that might interfere with their decisions or current way of thinking. It was a way of maintaining the status 
quo or not rocking the boat. This was noticed mainly in the following areas: financial affairs, certain medical issues, religious 
issues, and certain political issues. One participant actively avoided any form of bad news because it made her sad and 
depressed. At least three participants avoided finding out more about their current financial status as they feared the worst 
and preferred to avoid bad news. One very religious participant avoided any information that would force her to question her 
faith. Two participants avoided seeking medical diagnosis for something they only vaguely suspected may be serious enough 
to drastically change their current way of life. Five participants avoided certain kinds of information exchange with some 
specific people, not because they wanted to hide something, but because they felt the information would hurt or cause distress 
to the other person. This can be described as a kind of information gatekeeping behavior as described by Spink et al. (1997).  
Many of the examples are too emotionally affected and long to extract here, but below are some brief ones: 
• “My online banking statement from last month is ready. I should download that, but I’m feeling tired and lazy. I’ll 
do it tomorrow, I guess. Maybe this is a good opportunity to play with the mailbox feature on the new printer 
instead.” (P24). 
• “I am very upset and it’s partly an information issue [and lack of timely communication by my boss about my 
moving bills], but I’m so upset right now I don’t want to open the mover's bill. I’m always emotional about money 
anyway, so uncertainty about money and bills is a real sore spot for me. I know the emotions are making this much 
much worse.” (P 17) 
• “I have always avoided financial information as it makes my eyes glaze over. But it's too late now. I could have 
pulled money out of the money market account when it became obvious the market was tanking, rather than, you 
know, NOW” (P2). 
• “My friend is not a believer like me but we are friends so I avoid discussing the subject with her” (P3). 
• “My therapist asks several questions of me and my relationship with A. It’s hard to confront all the possibilities of 
exploration and I shut down many of my verbal responses. I evade the answer and try to create responses to divert 
the question” (P33). 
• “I have a family history of Diabetes and should probably have a check-up and take care of my lifestyle choices, but I 
feel okay for now, so why go seeking for one more problem that I don't have the time to manage?” (P25) 
• “I smoke... I think there is a family history of breast cancer but don't really know the details. I am approaching my 
forties. But I just can't bring myself to do it [mammogram]. I'm not ready for any bad news. I don't think my 
husband is ready for it, and I don't want to lose him.” (P9) 
• “I use my credit card a lot and just pay the minimum amount due every month, and it has increased considerably 
over the years... I should go to a financial adviser but... have a hunch he will put me on a budget. I think I already 
know what I need to do, but I don't shop a lot. Except when I need cheering up. When I do, I splurge.” (P16) 
Other examples included a person who suspected their unfaithful partner, but did not want confirmation of it as the truth may 
force him or her to make serious lifestyle changes, and an otherwise mindful and considerate gay man who actively avoided 
knowing his HIV status.  
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The participants' information avoidance behaviors were in line with much of the information avoidance theories mentioned in 
the literature including Case et al. (2005) and Johnson (2009) that most people seek out information which agrees with their 
current world-view and cognitive skill levels rather than acknowledge or seek new information that causes an uncomfortable 
conflict in their minds. Also, an experts' risk estimate that is higher than expected is psychologically uncomfortable and 
motivates people to reduce that feeling either through information seeking or deliberate information avoidance (Case et al., 
2005).  
One new finding was that information avoidance behavior had two aspects to it – passive information avoidance and active 
information avoidance. Passive avoidance was the long-term avoidance of abstract information relating to one's long-held 
and deeply-held beliefs of self and identity that had to be processed cognitively, and which the participant knew would cause 
cognitive dissonance and hence pre-empted it by avoiding the information altogether. Since one cannot completely avoid 
encountering this kind of information, it is more like a refusal to process encountered information rather than a refusal to seek 
information. On the other hand, active avoidance was a short-term rejection of information that was more of a stress-coping 
mechanism in response to some concrete information that was already processed affectively, blocking any further 
information seeking for a short time. 
This study found some additional areas where people avoided or deliberately ignored information – religion, finances, 
relationships, and family. In an abstract sense, we all live in daily uncertainty about the larger questions of life and the 
universe, and our very lives. Religion, money, relationships, and family are important aspects of most people's lives that 
provide them with a concrete sense of stability and continuity through a denial of uncertainty and a sense of determinism.  
Consequently, these were the most problematic areas where participants had to use mechanisms like “blunting and coping” 
(Miller & Mangan, 1983) with respect to any information that created uncertainty. Since politics is an area that is closely 
connected to one's world-view and values, it was an area where the study participants selectively chose or rejected from 
available information, more so than with any other kind of information they were looking for. Many participants were highly 
conscious of what they did not need to, or did not want to know. One witnesses this behavior in various ways when people 
consciously avoid certain information that might cause them distress or a cognitive overload or a cognitive dissonance. This 
can include not just information related to the personal areas of life as described above, but also to public information, as 
with a the few participants who consciously avoided the mainstream public media for fear of bad news that would cause 
depression-like feelings in them. 
This study found that there were two main types of information avoidance behaviors:  
1. Passive information avoidance is a habituated long-term behavior that is exhibited when a person avoids certain 
kinds of information that they encounter in their everyday lives from being processed cognitively for so long that it 
becomes a passive and involuntary behavior in them and mostly includes information related to religious and 
political beliefs and world-view. The person is aware of a gap in the two mental models and yet will not 
acknowledge a need for any further information to bridge that gap.  
2. Active information avoidance is a short-term behavior exhibited when a person avoids certain kinds of information 
that is thrust upon them occasionally under non-trivial circumstances and mostly includes information related to 
serious illness, or very personal matters like relationships or finances. This kind of bad news activates their affective 
mechanisms in such a manner that the only way they can manage it is by consciously avoiding any further 
information seeking that might cause distress. In a way, it is a kind of coping mechanism, or “a momentary stay 
against confusion” as Robert Frost said of poetry.   
Most importantly, fewer coping resources a person had, the greater the avoidance of information. 
 
CONCLUSION 
Information avoidance behavior occurs when participants seem to instinctively already know the answer to a question in their 
mind, or think they know the answer, but do not want it confirmed through a simple but active information seeking. 
Examples include not just health-related behavior, but also information behavior related to one's finances, or anything else 
that may confirm one's immediate insecurities or fears, or force them to take an action that they are not willing to take. In that 
sense, information avoidance behavior had two aspects to it – passive information avoidance and active information 
avoidance. Passive avoidance involved avoiding abstract information relating to one's long-held and deeply-held beliefs of 
self and identity that had to be processed cognitively, whereas active avoidance was a short-term coping mechanism in 
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response to some concrete information that was processed affectively.  
Information avoidance behavior was mainly observed when a person knew that paying attention to some information will 
cause  a conflict or dissonance in their minds. Examples included information related to medical, money, and relationship 
matters, and one's religious and political beliefs, or anything else that conflicted with one's previously-held beliefs, or 
confirmed one's insecurities or fears, or forced them to take an action that they were not willing to take. Two kinds of 
avoidance behaviour were observed: active and passive, as described in section 5.2.1. Although Johnson (1997), Case et al. 
(2005), Johnson et al. (2001) and Johnson (2009) have documented information avoidance behavior, and stated that most 
people seek out information which agrees with their current world-view rather than acknowledge or seek new information 
that causes an uncomfortable conflict in their minds, they have done so mainly within the context of medical information 
seeking by patients with terminal illness or concerning genetic diagnosis of incurable or otherwise serious illnesses.  
The results of this study call for more research directed towards this kind of interaction with information in everyday life 
encompassing all spheres of life where a person ignores, blunts, rejects, and avoids information, for these avoidance 
behaviors are complex and have different roots. Additionally, people's information needs and information processing are 
inherently biased by their personal, cultural, and social contexts and beliefs.  
The anonymized raw and coded diary data and more details of the analysis are available for future researchers upon request. 
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